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There are several methods now being used in the
fingerprinting of deceased persons. Examples are
the folded card method or the use of special equipment such as the post mortem spoon. In the more
difficult cases where the body has partially decomposed or mummified, special preparation may
be required before suitable inked impressions are
obtainable.'
In some of the situations that may confront the
technician he may be dealing with a body in a
state of advanced decomposition, where the epidermis loosens itself from the inner layer of skin
or dermis. The friction skin may have been exposed
to severe heat or submerged for prolonged periods
of time in water. The fingers may have dried out,
become mummified, macerated, etc. Each one of
these situations requires its own solution in order
to restore the skin to a state suitable for the recording and photographing of the ridge detail.
Most of the standard post mortem techniques are
described by Moenssens.2
Regardless of the method employed, we must
keep in mind the purpose of fingerprinting the
deceased, that is, simply, to obtain as much clearly
defined ridge detail from each finger as is possible.,
This will hold true whether we have an "unknown
dead" or when the prints will be compared with
latents discovered at the scene of a burglary.
A recently published method employs a whitebacked, opaque pressure-sensitive tape and ordinary black fingerprint dusting powder.3 In capsule
' United States Department of Justice, Federal
Bureau of Investigation, THE SCIENCE or FINGERpnurs 131-159 (1963).
2MoENssENs, FiNGERPRnT TEciNIQUES 145-50
(1971).
Thomson, Tle Finger Printingof Cadavers,FiNGm
PRINT AND IDENTCATION MAGAZrNE,

1971).
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form, the recommended procedure is to "dust" the
finger with black powder, apply the opaque tape
to the dusted ridges, and peel the tape off the finger,
thereby obtaining an impression of the friction
skin on the adhesive surface of the tape. The tape
is then applied to a piece of glass or transparent
vinyl. When the glass or vinyl is turned over, the
impression may then be examined through the clear
surface of the transparent medium. We will elaborate on the technique further along in this paper.
In experimenting with this method, it was discovered that there were some serious disadvantages. Much care must be exercised to avoid mixing
up the impressions due to improper labelling.
Unless rather thick glass is used as the mounting
surface, there is danger of breaking the glass
plates. On the other hand, the use of thick glass
poses the problem of how to file the original impressions in the case jacket. The use of transparent
vinyl seems to be more practical; however, again,
much care has to be exercised in labelling to avoid
errors.
To avoid possible mix-ups caused by labelling
errors and yet take advantage of the clear vinyl
mounting medium, we believe the following procedure will prove most helpful for those choosing
to employ this technique.
One-to-one transparencies are made of that
portion of our department's own fingerprint card
containing the ten blocks provided for recording
the inked rolled impressions of the ten fingers.
This is the same kind of transparency which, when
mounted in a cardboard frame, is used for viewing
with an overhead projector. Both 3M and Xerox
have equipment with transparency-making capabilities. With a single sheet of the Xerox transparency (8Y x 11 inches), as many as three ten-
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FINGERPRINTING THE DECEASED

fiction skin there appears on the dermal layer a
corresponding pattern. Great care must be exercised in making an identification when dealing
with this layer of skin. The ridges observed were
photographed in order that if any of the detail
was lost in the fingerprinting procedures it would
be preserved on film. Both the inking and dustingtape methods were employed on this skin. Even
though the inked impression was suitable for
identification, (Figure 5), the dusting-tape method
showed a noticeable improvement over the inked
method. (Figure 6). The victim was positively
identified from inked finger prints which were
recorded during his lifetime and on file with the
submitting department. "In this case the ridge
characteristics recorded by the dusting-tape
method were superior to those recorded by the
inked method and more identifiable "points" were
obtained.
In experimenting and working with the dustingtape method we have drawn certain conclusions.
The ridge characteristics are more pronounced and
dearer than are inked impressions from deceased

individuals. Further, the dusting-tape method
affords a more complete recording of the entire
ridge detail of each digit. The method is an easier
technique for recording palm impressions from
deceased persons. The dusting-tape method also
eliminates smears, which are normally a problem
with rolled inked finger print impressions encountered when fingerprinting the dead. The impressions recorded on tape and applied to the backside of the transparency are in a protected state.
If when applying the tape to the transparency,
the operator's hand should slip, causing the tape to
wrinkle, the tape may be pulled off the transparency and reapplied without destroying any
ridge detail. If because of too much powder or
some other reason one impression is improperly
taken it may be disregarded and another piece of
tape cut from the roll. The impression is retaken,
and it is therefore not necessary to begin all over
again due to one bad print. For individuals with
extremely fine or worn ridge detail, the dustingtape method is far superior to the inked method
for the recording of friction ridge impressions.

